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The Bells of Duxbury:

An Un-Tolled Story

By R. ELLIOTT ANDERSON

Standing on the balcony

of the Mirador Hotel on a

Sunday morning on.a hillside

above Vevy, Switzerland,

ringing church bells in the

town below, nestled on the

shore ofLake Geneva, rise up

to greet you. But it isn't nec

essary to be in Vevy to hear

4 church bells and bell towers

and town hall copulas ring

ing. Just try any town in Eu

rope andjio matter how so

phisticated the shops, the

slick cars and the ubiquitous Holy Family Steeple

cell phones; the bells from centuries past still toll to be

heard on every narrow village street and elegant boule

vard, everyday. That's part of the aura of Europe. But

the everyday sound of multiple bells ringing simulta

neously across village and town never was transposed to

the hew world. Wonder why?

The Village area of Duxbury has a number of bells,

but they do not toll simultaneously pervading the town
center, not even at Christmas time. Meaning: the Euro

pean sensation ofa chorus of bells is not part ofthe scene

here. Nonetheless, there are some colorful bells in the

Village churches. And they ring everyday, believe it or
not, even if not together. They are an un-tolled story, so
to speak, so stick with me on this.

;One of the more intriguing bell stories surround the
church built in 1823, now occupied by the congregation
of St. John The Evangelist on Washington St. The church

was erected on a slice offarm land donated by Seth Sprague

and was originally a Methodist Church. The story goes that
Seth was an honored member of the church for 20 years,
butbecame so upset with the Methodist Episcopal support
of slavery that he withdrew from the congregation. Then
nailed his pew door shut, locked the church door, and put
up land and money to build a new church, more to his lik
ing, on another piece ofhis farm, right next door. This was
in 1842, about 20 years before the Civil War and Seth was
over 80 years old. A true abolitionist, and by the way, a

father of 11 daughters and four sons, all by the same wife.
His chagrin resulted in today's Pilgrim Church building,
largely financed by him in 1844.

Seth's former church dwindled and eventually was left

empty for more than 30 years, until 1873 when British trans

atlantic cable workers housed in Duxbury began to hold

Episcopal services in the long abandoned church. Ironi

cally, one of Seth's granddaughters, a devout Episcopa

lian, bought the church building for $25.
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But the plot thickens. St. John The Evangelist, a white

New England church tucked away along Washington St.,

with a lovely facade, a picturesque steeple atop an appeal

ing belfry has no bell in the belfry. That's right. Sans bell.

And church history is silent on the matter of bells. Never

has been one, according to Becky Nightingale, the church

administrator. "We listen to the bells at the Pilgrim Church,"

she says. Did Seth take the bell with him? Not likely. Defi

nitely an un-tolled story here.
The Pilgrim Church has a bell, a carillon and a clock.

The original bell was replaced in 1896, making the present

one 102 years old. "It hangs in a cradle, the cradle has been

boxed-in to keep it steady and help support it," says Pat

Wiedner, Pilgrim Church's administrative assistant. There

fore, the bell does not swing in order to toll; a hammer

driven by an electric motor strikes the outside of the old

bell to produce a ringing sound. A rope is still attached to

the bell, but it is unused.

Did you know Duxbury has an official Town Clock?

Well, it has. And that clock is in the town of the Pilgrim

Church, and the Church bell strikes the hour 24 hours a

day. The Clock was given to the town by the Ellison fam

ily in 1905. For the first 50 years it was wound by hand, a
duty carried out by the town "Keeper of the Clock," a po

sition that remains to this day. The Pilgrim Church sexton,

Anthony Nightingale, is the current "Keeper of the Clock"

and maintains the huge town timepiece to keep us all on

schedule. Speaking of town duties with an historic twist,

there is still a "Fence Viewer," a Wharfinger," and a

"Weigher of Coal, Hay and Grain." (No kidding.)

"Church neighbors are quick to tell us when the clock's

not striking on time," says Pat Wiedner, "even though it

strikes 24 hours a day we've never had a complaint, but we

get comments when it's not set right. Power outages are

the biggest problem."

To get to the heart of the matter, inside the Pilgrim

Church, an unusual (and heavy) gray ladder lays next to a

wall on the balcony. The ladder is needed to enter a hatch

in the church ceiling. Once above the ceiling, the age of

the structure is obvious, mixing with pink insulation. The

Town Clock mechanism sits on a raised wooden platform

among the rafters, another step ladder length up from the

hatch opening. A long pendulum, like a huge grandfather's
clock, hangs down from the mechanism tick-tocking away,

actuating iron cogwheels. Still another wooden ladder, like

a painter had left it behind, extends up from the suspended

platform to the bell tower itself. (Take a look sometime.)

But the old bell is not the only source of community

sound. A carillon was installed in the church in 1976, dedi

cated to the Rev. Stephen War Turrell, the church's pastor

for 20 years. For the uninitiated, a carillon is a set of bells
capable of ringing out melodies, such as hymns. The Pil

grim carillon is electronic and consists of bells recorded

on audio tape, amplified through a set of loudspeakers that

are visible from outside up in the belfry. About 50 hymns

of a minute or so each are available on tape. Ifyou want to

get a little sense of European charm, the carillon bells are

played five minutes after noon-time and five minutes after

5 pm. It is also activated on special occasions, such as the

Fourth of July when a tape of patriotic hymns ring-out for

about 15 minutes.

The bell in the First Parish Church was caste in 1819 by

an apprentice of Paul Revere. And guess what? It can be

pulled with a rope. All 1600 pounds swings on a wooden

wheel six feet in diameter, striking a clapper 36 inches long

with a 5 1/4-inch ball at the end. Standing next to it when it

rings is a riveting experiencing.

From time to time bell pulling parties of youthful pa

rishioners are sent aloft to announce the 10:30 am



Sunday.jcrvicc,by yanking the rope which extends down
""10 the ailic of the church. Once it gels rolling, llic hell
«pe •* perfectly capable of lifting a youlhtul puller irfl
we floor on ihe up swing. Occasionally. Hk- UN
pirouettes over Ihe top in a 360. which confuses the bell

rope considerably tnd ends the party. A favorite, IhiirV
m>g the bell by hand i« New Year's live. llow\ ili»-l.«'
ringing in the new?

like Pilgrim Church, the l:irsi Parish hell rinj» iIk-
Itme. but it is a different son of lime - ship's lime. An

electronically activated hammer strikes Ihe outside of Ihr
bell every half hour sounding nautical rwlls. rrrmndm,-
all of DuxburyVihip building and seafaring hciiiup-
But the ship's bells do not chime alter midnight.

In the early 1980s the First Parish hell was rcwmwl
Says Joe Shea, who supervised ihe restoration. "IK-
clapper was taken to Sturbridge Village, where ihc-
blacksmith heated it up cherry red and heal ii bock inin
shape. The contact point on the ball has in hr very small
or the bell loses lone." The National I'arfc Service helped
by stripping Ihe belt clean and applying hlack shoe
polish to buff and preserve il The bell may ring
nautically, but ii is rough as a cob. -not a shiny hrms
ship's bell.

When the bell was replaced in the town afto
refurbishing, a stainless steel alloy cream! especially fur
restoration of the Statue of Liberty was acquired in
secure ihe bell in place. So there is u little nil ol Libsny
in the bell.

When the Old Comer Stone Baptist Church on
Massachusetts Ave. in North Cambridge burned down
the church's bell, caste in 1855. understandably,
survived. Il ended .up in the Cambridge Public Works
Yard, where it remained for a long time. What to do with
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il? Finally, a call was platxxl in llir Cailmli.-

Archdiocese, to find if there whs any inlrrcsl in llu- Ik-II

There was. In Duxbury Tlic Holy Family Cliurrh was

under construction and could make guul me •■! the In-ll

So.'according to Krv. Mnns-ignnr William I- Cli-mi. nV

bell was first shipped ti< t'inemnali. Ohm ivU-n- n was

cleaned up (black Owe nohdi*'! anil rhiiiilinl s.. h

could be struck autoirulK'all) v.ith a Ikiiiiiiii-i 'llt-m >■ ■■■

Duibury. Out before il was fiii.illv IhusIoI ■■■ tlr

church's lower, the rcjuvrnaial licit wjn pl»-rtl on .< lh«i

andappropfUtely displarrd in the Inuiili >■! i»l> |u.ilr

in 1987.

Now sonic details 11k I Inly l-.iniily < Ininli Nil

docs not strike i)h* tviui. Kui imps U« tlnv i« :i iiiinuir.

ten minutes before each Mass SaiuuLy ni Ilium »ml (■

pin. and on Sunday al KIM. 1(1 and 11 Kl am Ii .iIm.

sounds one gung al 8:15 am itoilv

There is more. In iiKNiKiry "I Ihr Anninn i;iinm. iIk

Angelus hell is lolled about a nimuir al iiihiii ami I|miii

at 6 pm. Although Ihe Anyvlus nio|K'i is ullmtl tlinr

liincs a day. out of cimncsy In us m-i)-liUtfs. iIh- ( Inn. h

does not ring the inorninp Anfi-lus al (■ am l.ilr i><Ih-i

Village churches. Ihr hell uIm> lulls l<n \|»imI

To clianpr the Mihjcti a luilr Imnrsiinj-ly. iIr-

steeple on ihe Pilgrim Chiinh. which ItHtks like il Ikis

been there from day one. was «>\\y akk\l in 1'lfO Wrll.

ihe Holy Family Mecplc was subtriictcd in Jainuny 1 Wd.

when high winds letched ii oil ihr church Miry And

what a nervous January night it was fur Holy Family

Church, fearing ihnl the church hell. Trembling in its

mooring fil could he fell in Ihr church) would Im-ak

.loose crashing its massive wcighi through iIk- inof.

easily thntugh-lhc chuah fliHtr. and down lo iltr Parish

Center on ihelowerlevel. liinuiutcl>. it didn't. And lite

ucjght of the hell protabl) .Icjn the-church limit in
. place, a ballast against Ihe lerx-nws wind.

When asked al«ml the Minmftul siiuiul ..I tin- chinch

hells of Europe. Holy Family's FathA Jiv Mivcr

comnicnled: "l°he\ sidd i« the comnuinily dimciishm. and
Ihe ringing helps du» Ilk- coiiiiiiunily l>tgethcr "

Thai's it. Ilial's Ilk- sens;iliiin on llif hillsnk- al«m-

Vcyy. -Tlif bells express a m-iisc nf cuiiunu'niiy. tin-
sounds.are an annnuiu'cntcni. avIr-iIkt it Ik- (laliticl

bringing IlK- gtH<d news: llw spiril nl Ihr >ca: iln- )i.-in

fnmi-lhe urnn clock lU'lls link l-uinpe;in uiwnspcnplr

■ together:m they;niijf a unilinl iiK-ssiipr Ilu.nl/li

sirert-i and across town

Av rln- hellrr \Mroi ..I ;i IuhJiIiiij:. Inhixuti nnly

nuiil.ililv nict.KiclK-v .in .i fminri m-.iI.iiiiij: xtJI.ijtr. <.«r

lli.il Mill Ims ship's Irll (k-.iImi,- livid Iii.iii ||K- I ,,u

I'.nisli < him Ii iiii)-ln ||N. mmmiiIv ill Vill.i,-,- Ik-II.. , .,||

i.iiniMlri. m.| iiim ••! t hnsliii.N stnnl. dm ili.it ..II

I

tlllllllv Is Mill .lllv

I.ten it iIk-i.- is mi

;u*f Melt al«hij* Mtk* Ihittmiy

l*m)Ti .1 y.illft my ••( .ill .ii tin*


